
The Architecture of Belief, Harm, and Intellectual Death: A 
Philosophical Synthesis of Ritual, Dogma, and Human Flourishing 

Dr Neville Buch 31 October 2026 Page 1 
 

Dr Neville Buch and MICE1 

 

 

Abstract 

Reflecting on this Halloween evening, the thought occurred that Dogma, Harm, Cruelty, and 

Death are interconnected[1]. Halloween serves as an illuminating case study of a dogmatic, 

cultural ritual[4][5]. There are cultural rituals to which modern persons can take a dogmatic 

attitude: the ritual can never be ceased nor defied in any way—the ritual becomes a core of belief 

and meaning[1][6]. Most ritualistic dogmas are considered harmless[1][7]. Today, Halloween is 

judged harmless[7]. It was not always so[6]. Dogmatic Protestants considered Halloween to be a 

harm that came from Catholic dogma regarding Purgatory and the intercession of saints[6][8]. 

In today’s human rights ethos, the way modernity has resolved the question of whether dogma 

is harmful or not is whether cruelty is involved[9]. If cruelty is not involved, then dogma is assumed 
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the answers the A.I. provided. The human author publishes this work. A.I. is never an author when used properly. 
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to have led to no harm[9]. However, some ethicists argue otherwise[3][10]. Death might not be 

cruel, but it may still be considered harmful[3][10]. Modernity generally considers intellectual 

death—the loss of thought, which is profoundly human—to be harmful and possibly cruel for a 

society, as it destroys the capacity to live together; yet modernity also tolerates great sways of 

ignorance and stupidity[11]. In modernity, tolerance is a virtue until something snaps—tolerance 

ceases at the point that harm is identified[1][3]. The liberal doctrine of harm is the key, but it is 

more than a doctrine[3]. It relies on a human instinct, since death (which is harmful) may even be 

considered a virtue under specific worldviews, such as martyrdom[15]. The liberal doctrine of 

harm is both an instinct and an intellectual worldview centred on human life[3][10]. In this 

intellectual network, many other virtues and vices weigh judgment—most notably freedom or 

slavery, honour or disgrace, and kindness ( panser ) or neglect ( un-care )[17]. 

 

1. Ritual, Custom, and the Shift from Faith to Dogma: The Case of Halloween 

Cultural rituals provide structural cohesion to human communities across generations[5][14]. 

However, when a ritual is treated as immune to critique or modification, it transitions from a 

living custom into dogma—a set of principles held definitively without the possibility of reform[1]. 

Modern persons frequently adopt a dogmatic attitude toward cultural observances, transforming 

mere habits (ethos) into unyielding anchors of identity and meaning[1][11]. 
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The history of Halloween (All Hallows' Eve) exemplifies this dynamic[5][21]. Originating as the vigil 

preceding All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day within Western Christian liturgical tradition, All-

hallow-tide was dedicated to remembering the departed, honouring martyrs, and contemplating 

mortality (memento mori)[5]. Practices like “souling”—where the poor gathered soul cakes in 

exchange for prayers for deceased relatives—were grounded in a theological framework of 

intercession and community care[24]. 

During the 16th-century Protestant Reformation, this ritual was re-evaluated through a fierce 

theological dispute[6]. Reformers berated Catholic practices surrounding Purgatory and saintly 

intercessions as “popish dogma” that caused profound spiritual harm[6][8]. From the Calvinist and 

Anglican perspective of the era, praying for the dead was not a harmless act of piety, but an 

unscriptural deception that threatened the doctrine of predestination and led souls into 

error[6][8]. 

In contemporary secular society, Halloween is overwhelmingly judged as harmless 

entertainment[7][27]. Yet, as Hannah Arendt observed regarding manners and customs, 

unexamined habits can rapidly lose their original meaning, hardening into mindless compliance 

or dissolving into commercialized routines[1]. When cultural rituals are performed mechanically 

without reflective awareness, they risk becoming forms of “potted thinking”—dogmatic practices 

that substitute for genuine thought[28][29]. 

 

2. Cruelty, Harm, and the Liberal Doctrine of Limits 

In the contemporary human rights framework, society evaluates whether a belief system or 

dogma is harmful primarily by asking whether cruelty is present[9]. Under victim-objective legal 

and moral definitions, cruelty represents a grave violation of the respect, recognition, and care 

commanded by the unconditional, inherent dignity of the human individual[9][20]. If a dogma does 

not inflict physical suffering or overt humiliation, modern liberal society generally tolerates it as 

a harmless exercise of personal or group freedom[1][3]. 
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However, moral philosophers like Joel Feinberg and Bernard Gert demonstrate that harm 

extends far beyond active cruelty[3][10]. Harm constitutes any major setback to a person’s 

fundamental welfare interests—including pain, disability, loss of freedom, or loss of cognitive 

capacity[3][10]. 

Physical death, for instance, may occur gently without physical cruelty, yet it remains the ultimate 

loss of worldly existence and temporal possibility[3][30]. Furthermore, human culture periodically 

reinterprets death itself: while physical death is a setback, worldviews centred on martyrdom 

elevate voluntary death for a sacred principle as a supreme moral virtue rather than a tragic 

harm[15]. This reveals that the liberal “doctrine of harm” is not merely an abstract legal rule, but 

an instinctual human worldview centred on preserving physical and personal integrity[3]. 

 

3. Intellectual Death, Stupidity, and the Paradox of Modern Tolerance 

While modern society strictly regulates physical harm, it exhibits a profound paradox regarding 

intellectual death—the erosion of the human capacity to think, judge, and reflect[11]. Intellectual 

death is a profound social harm because, as Hannah Arendt argued, the capacity for thought is 

what makes human beings capable of living together in a free, democratic polity (sensus 

communis)[11]. 
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I. The Arendtian Critique of Thoughtlessness 

In The Life of the Mind and her analysis of the trial of Adolf Eichmann, Arendt demonstrated that 

catastrophic social evil and ethical collapse spring not from extraordinary malice or “wicked 

hearts,” but from sheer thoughtlessness ( Gedankenlosigkeit )—an inability to engage in the 

silent, internal dialogue with oneself (the two-in-one) and a total dependence on official clichés 

and administrative rules[11]. Absence of thought is not a lack of IQ or technical knowledge; it is 

found among highly educated specialists who have lost the habit of reflective judgment 

(Selbstdenken)[11]. 

II. Denoetization and the Spiral History Theory of Stupidity 

Dr. Neville Buch extends this diagnosis into the 21st century through Stiegler’s concept of 

denoetization—the mechanical liquidation of the human capacity to reflect, evaluate, and judge, 

driven by automated digital routines and hyper-industrialized attention extraction[13][35]. When 

individuals outsource their thinking and memory to automated systems, the mind succumbs to 

“specialized ignorance” and “simplistic literalism”[13]. 

This induces “Historical Forgetfulness”, leading society into the “Spiral History Theory of 

Stupidity”—a closed, cyclical boomerang where old dogmas, “potted thinking,” and institutional 

propaganda continuously re-emerge to cripple public discourse[28]. Modernity preaches 

tolerance as a supreme virtue, yet by tolerating massive sways of ignorance, automated 
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compliance, and intellectual death, it undermines the very cognitive immune system required to 

prevent systemic harm[13]. 

 

4. The Intellectual Network of Virtues: From Neglect to Panser (Thinking as Caring) 

When evaluating human choices and social health, judgment must weigh a broader matrix of 

contrasting virtues and vices[17]: 

 Freedom vs. Slavery: The choice between autonomous human authorship and 

mechanical submission to bureaucratic or algorithmic routines[13]. 

 Honour vs. Disgrace: The courage to stand by truthfulness and personal integrity versus 

shrinking into self-serving compliance[17]. 

 Kindness ( Panser ) vs. Neglect ( Un-Care ): The fundamental divide between active 

relational care and disengaged indifference[18]. 

 

In Louvain personalism (Louis Janssens, Chris Gastmans), the human person is understood as an 

incarnate spirit ( esprit incarné ) whose irreducible dignity demands active care rather than mere 

passive non-interference[20]. As Nel Noddings established, disengagement and “un-care” 

represent a profound failure of learning and relation: “If you are not caring in the comprehension, 

you are not learning, and what you think you might know, you do not”[41]. 
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To overcome the dogmatic stagnation and intellectual death of modernity, society must embrace 

Bernard Stiegler's and Neville Buch's imperative: reinventing thinking ( penser ) as caring ( panser 

)[18]. By transforming intellectual activity into a therapeutic, care-filled practice that binds social 

wounds, honours the human person, and polices its own thoughts against dogmatic habits, 

human beings reclaim their role as proactive authors of a flourishing, democratic civilization[18]. 
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